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Abstract
Cecil Sharp and English Folk-Chanteys
Sea shanties have generally been accepted as the main relic of the culture of British 
sailors: a mythology that permeates the 19th and 20th century describing the harsh, 
unforgiving and yet in many ways romanticized life at sea. The repertoire of this 
time was eventually written down and catalogued by folk music collectors such as 
Cecil J. Sharp, who were hoping to record and preserve the British identity for 
generations to come. However, in researching the etymology of these songs as well 
as the first-hand accounts of sailors, there is a significantly greater layer of 
complexity to this history than it may seem. Many songs that appear in Sharp’s 
collection, such as the beloved shanty Haul Away Joe, are either reminiscent, or in 
some cases, directly lifted from labor songs, folk tunes and children’s songs of the 
Americas and Africa: places to which these sailors may have travelled, but that are 
not indicative of their British heritage. Through a musicological lens, I will be 
examining the authenticity of the British shanty, and how a muddled background 
contributes to a complicated legacy of the true identity of the British sailor. Rather 
than being truly representative of Britain, the attempt to re-assimilate the culture 
acquired by British sailors back into the canon of the mainland neglects the pieces 
of other cultures these sailors acquired.
Cecil J. Sharp (1859-1924), an English musician and
folk song collector spent a large portion of his career
seeking out folk repertoire, codifying it with piano 
accompaniment, and then redistributing them in the form
of larger scale song collections, notably “English Folk-
Chanteys” in 1914 (The Musical Times). “English Folk-
Chanteys” features a variety of sea shanties, like Haul
Away Joe, that show indications of being of non- British
origins intermingled with songs that do share lyrical and
musicological characteristics of other music from that 
region (Schreffler). While Sharp was made aware of 
these inconsistencies by sailor and folk collector Frank 
Bullen who explicitly states that “the majority of chanties
are [African American] in origin,” Sharp flat out denies this. Sharp claims Haul Away 
Joe is “devoid of [African American] characteristics” and that “Sufficient material has 
not yet been amassed upon which to found a sound theory of the origin of the chantey-
tune,” which contradicts his earlier claim where he definitively says that he only wanted 
to include songs that are of [English] folk origin. In his end notes, Sharp further 
complicates his stance by commenting on which songs may have rhythmic or melodic 
elements that could be derived from African American music. These blatant 
contradictions speak to a larger narrative: although Sharp cannot unequivocally deny 
any influence at all, he clings to the idea that any songs from the mouths of British 
sailors are to be claimed as Britain’s heritage, regardless of any presented information 
that suggests otherwise. While Michael Pickering, Emma Robertson and Marek 
Korczynski, authors for the Folk Music Journal of the English Folk Music and Dance 
Society point out that shanties mainly existed for utilitarian reasons rather than pleasure, 
Cecil Sharp spends extensive time praising shantyman and romanticizing the living 
conditions of ships. He says explicitly that “to the sailor the chief attraction of the 
chanty was that it infected his work with the spirit of  play.” (Sharp). While he briefly 
mentions utility, he speaks for several paragraphs about the “singer’s powers of 
invention” and how they “riveted the attention of the workers.” While this may be true, 
the emphasis on this aspect of the chanty, especially from someone who personally 
never sailed, suggests cloying for a reason to continue codifying and valuing this 
culture: that reason being nationalism and bringing prestige to Britain for generations to 
come.
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Collectors like Cecil Sharp who disregarded the true lineage of commonly sung 
shanties created a rift between their romanticized portrayal and real sailors’ harsh 
and unforgiving seafaring lifestyle. American Sailor Isaac Allen published one of 
the first known articles regarding sea shanties and their role in sailing culture in 
1858, when he was able to experience this life firsthand. Allen speaks at length 
about how rigorous and demanding life at sea could be, even with the aide of 
shanty singing. 
Allen goes on to further describe scenarios where his crew would work for long 
hours with a lack of  food or water, and how shanties may have temporarily helped 
maintain morale, but that the sailor’s life remained plaintive and lonely. Although 
this is not exactly in contrast with the portrayal of sailing by William Saunders and 
Cecil Sharp, both landlocked shanty enthusiasts seem to highlight the more 
romantic or  adventurous qualities of sailing, having not lived it themselves. A 
quote from Saunders below highlights some of the romanticization that occurs 
regarding sailors soon after this culture had already become irrelevant due to 
industrialization: 
The picture painted by Saunders, someone who never personally sailed, suggests a 
much more perfect view of life at sea than Allen, a man who lived through that 
experience.
What characteristics show a true shanty? Early historian William Saunders 
describes the emphasis on rhythm in a sea shanty (also referenced as a chanty or 
chantey), in that the rhythmic profile defines the repertoire more than melodic or 
modal elements because of their use as technology, for coordinating labor (Saunders). 
Although the rhythm is not exactly the same, this variation would be consistent with a 
song being exchanged aurally, in that a chosen “shantyman” soloist may take liberties 
when leading a song on a ship. The other essential context for defining a shanty is the 
text: a “true sea song” written by a British sailor usually tells an intentional story, 
whereas shanties mainly feature nonsensical/non-contextual lyrics (Saunders). 
Ending of “Jim Along Josey,” a minstrel song from 1840
Although there are some obvious differences at first glance, the context of the songs’ 
similarities clearly define the transmutation from minstrel song to shanty. Notice the 
similarities between the endings “Jim Along Josey” (above) and “Haul Away Joe” 
(below). Despite melodic idiosyncrasies, the rhythmic profile stays the same: Haul 
Away Joe has just acquired more common features of sea songs over time 
(Schreffler). The rhythms notated by Cecil Sharp denote an interpretation of “swing” 
rhythms, which is derived from African music and would have been heard at minstrel 
shows or from American sailors, as swing and a triplet feel were conducive to ship 
labor (Saunders). The lyrics are also slightly shifted to sailing themes, and there is a 
modal shift into Dorian, which was common for other shanties at the time.
Ending of “Haul Away Joe,” a well- known chanty recorded by Cecil Sharp in 1914
Songs derived from minstrelsy (such as Jim Along Josey) were often of a more 
nonsensical nature, and because they were created in an entirely different context, 
would not directly apply to a seafaring lifestyle. Despite lyrical changes that may 
occur through oral transmission, these are just melodic and rhythmic variations on the 
same tune (Schreffler). Shantymen were also known as improvisers, which would 
create variations of the same tune across various ships, and therefore lead to the 
entirely new song we know as Haul Away Joe (Saunders). 
As the Romantic period saw most European countries using folk music to construct a 
national identity, England was lacking in musical material: therefore, arrangers like 
Sharp saw this void as an opportunity (Schaarwächter). The rich and magnificent 
stories of sailors as adventurers brought new life to an otherwise stagnating British 
identity. Much in line with the imperial endeavors of the British throughout this time 
period, Sharp’s stance on shanties actually ended up muddling the truth about the 
British identity rather than solidifying it. As Britain worked to expand its borders and 
lay claims across the map, they neglected to address where the barrier is between 
what belongs to those cultures and what belongs to Britain. By claiming songs of 
American and African origin as their own, collectors like Sharp unleashed a domino 
effect that impacts all British art that followed it- the works of Elgar, Grainger and 
Vaughn Williams that draw inspirations from this time period are all built on a 
mythology and repertoire that may be true to some sailors at the time, but not of the 
collective heritage of the British Isles. Because those composers and countless other 
artists since that time period have continued to create and synthesize new art, 
especially in the use of shanties in film and media through the 20th and 21st century, 
does this change how we attribute this repertoire retroactively? Ultimately, in a 
repertoire that has been treated in such a Eurocentric way, it is important to 
acknowledge its roots, even when celebrating its evolution and contributions to 
future artistic endeavors.
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